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Latent and Dormant Publics: The 
Potential of Civic Action to Enact 
Social Change  
 
Introduction 
We live in an era of social movements (Dodson 2015). Bottom-up movements 
and protests have grown in number and size and are organised around issues rather 
than established political parties and organisations. Occupy Wall Street, for example, 
is a people-powered movement that fights financial institutions’ and multinational 
corporations’ power over democratic processes and ensuing economic collapse. In 
addition, Black Lives Matter is a substantial, people-powered movement that fights 
white supremacy and racism for the purposes of liberating black lives. Other 
movements address issues of gender inequality, climate change and refugee crises. 
In such times, how can we understand social movements and the role they play in 
catalysing social change? One perspective is that even though we have never been 
more critically disposed, civic action has become impotent and unable to affect 
political agendas profoundly. The reason for this, according to Bauman, is that the 
private sphere has colonised the public sphere, “squeezing out and chasing away 
everything which cannot be fully, without residue, translated into the vocabulary of 
private interests and pursuits” (Bauman 2013: 24). This is problematic because 
private problems are ideally translated into public issues in the public sphere. Insofar 
as social movements are mere collections of private interests and pursuits, civic 
action will remain socially and politically ineffective, so the argument goes. Without 
emancipation, social movements and civil society protests will be mere symbols. 
Meanwhile, in the background, the unsound, established organisations and 
governments continue their policies. True societal change, according to this 
perspective, requires organised and strategic collective action against social 
structures and policies.  
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This perspective serves as a point of departure for an empirical investigation of 
how the aims and means of the operation of a particular social movement undergo a 
continuous process of reframing by its members and external actors as it grows in 
political significance. Our aim is to illuminate social movements’ activities and their 
potential societal impact. The empirical case is The Friendly Neighbours (Danish: 
Venligboerne), a movement initiated by Danish citizens that grew rapidly into a 
national network of dispersed heterogeneous groups with varying aims and means 
during the 2015 refugee crisis. Employing Facebook, the movement coordinated and 
provided emergency aid, including financial, material, medical and juridical. 
Moreover, it promoted integration initiatives for newly arrived refugees in the form 
of Danish lessons, cultural cafés and local contact families. Simultaneously, members 
raised public awareness of political conditions through organised rallies and public 
media.  
We interpret the various motivations and forms of civic action in different ways 
because each one has varying potentials and possibilities for social impact. The 
movement aims at building community and a sense of belonging through everyday 
acts of kindness, which we label ‘be-the-change’ actions. Simultaneously, the 
movement explicitly targets the refugee crisis, which we suggest can be understood 
in terms of issue politics. In relation to the refugee crisis, the movement’s aim is to 
reduce human suffering, which it addresses through philanthropic acts. Finally, it is 
also involved in political activism in the shape of political rallies and direct 
confrontations with established political institutions.  
Each of these forms of action entails its own potential for social change: 
activism explicitly confronts policies and politics but risks appropriation by party 
politics; be-the-change civic action implicitly fits with modern individualism but risks 
reproducing an individualist approach to social change; and philanthropic civic action 
targets refugees in need, yet risks a continuation of unjust refugee policies by 
alleviating the negative consequences of said policies.  
It appears that the majority do not wish to solve public issues through political 
activism, and we show that individual preferences to remain apolitical influence the 
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modus operandi of the social movement. Rather than dismissing this as an ineffective 
approach, we understand this preference as one way in which individualised forms 
of protest can instigate change, albeit in a slower and less confrontational way, 
compared to activism.   
 
Design and Method 
Our objective is to further the understanding of social movements’ social and 
political critiques and their potential for societal impact through an investigation of 
The Friendly Neighbours. Our analysis focuses on how different and conflicting modes 
of social and political action were framed as the movement developed from a local 
into a national movement. This leads to a discussion of different forms of critiques 
and their potential to change society.  
The Friendly Neighbours is an interesting and perhaps even an extreme and 
paradigmatic case (Flyvbjerg 2006) because it shows key characteristics of current 
social movements. It is a bottom-up movement with no formal management; it is 
dispersed and marked by conflicting interests; and its developmental path resembles 
that of other current bottom-up movements like global climate protests and the Black 
Lives Matter movement.   
Besides policy literature and news coverage of the movement, the empirical 
data consists of publicly available Facebook data. The Friendly Neighbours is a 
network of autonomous units organised as groups on Facebook (Agustín and 
Jørgensen 2019). They use Facebook as a platform for communication and for 
coordinating activities within and between these groups (Fenger-Grøndahl 2017a). 
Facebook groups provide invaluable information about The Friendly Neighbours’ 
organisation, historical development, internal communication and activities.  
We have anonymised the empirical data to exemplify analytical points. 
Although all data for this article is publicly available, we still need to be aware of 
privacy issues. Common notions of private and public do not easily apply to online 
platforms (Larsen and Glud 2013) since online actions (e.g., Facebook comments) 
may be intended as private even though they are publicly accessible (Zimmer 2010). 
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Facebook allows us to scrutinise potentially private discussions in a public space, 
which can be problematic because discussing politics with peers, for example, is 
different from publicising this discussion.  
To obtain data from Facebook groups, we employed Facebook’s own search 
engine and searched for any groups containing ‘Venligbo’ in their name. This is a 
reliable procedure because the autonomous units making up The Friendly 
Neighbours all name themselves ‘Venligboerne’ followed by a location or a purpose 
(Gregersen 2015). For each group, we gathered information regarding the total 
number of members, the date of creation and the group description. This provided 
an overview of the scope and historical development of the movement and an overall 
impression of the disparate groups’ intentions and purposes, as well as their 
interrelations. Next, we read the posts of the largest public group to get a sense of 
the activities and dominating discussion topics. This initial reading confirmed 
Gregersen’s findings that half of the posts mainly aim at organising or solving specific 
tasks benefitting refugees, that the other half is epideictic in nature because they 
celebrate shared values and the community as a whole and that only a minority of 
posts are explicitly political.  
However, just because posts or practices are not explicitly political does not 
necessarily mean that they are not implicitly so. We argue that the various ways of 
acting constitute forms of socio-political action and implicit or explicit political 
critique.  
 
The Friendly Neighbours – From Local to National 
The Friendly Neighbours is a Danish, citizen-initiated network or movement 
that was originally an offshoot of a municipal health promotion project. During the 
project, the project leader developed ideas about how friendliness and openness can 
foster mental well-being. When the project concluded, she wished to continue 
working along these lines, and together with a couple of friends, she formed the first 
Friendly Neighbour Facebook group and formulated three founding principles: 1) Be 
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friendly when you meet others, 2) Be curious when you meet people different from 
yourself and 3) Meet diversity with respect (Siim and Meret 2018).  
Based on these core principles, The Friendly Neighbours worked from the 
beginning to promote wellbeing and a sense of belonging and community in local 
communities through everyday acts of kindness and friendliness. Anyone could 
contribute according to ability and preference – for example, by helping a neighbour 
shovelling snow, taking walks together, handing out home-grown vegetables, giving 
away flower seeds and, in general, lending a helping hand wherever needed. 
The Friendly Neighbours translates from the Danish Venligboerne. Much, 
however, is lost in translation. Venlig translates into ‘friendly’, and ‘neighbour’ is an 
adequate translation of boer, a suffix that denominates geographical belonging. 
While the translation into English captures the movement’s focus on local civil 
community work, it does not capture the Danish play on words. The name Venligbo 
plays on the noun Vendelbo, which is a person living in Vendsyssel, the region in 
Northern Jutland in Denmark from where the movement originated. A Vendelbo is 
reputedly introverted and not all that welcoming. The play on words suggests the 
opposite: a Venligbo is open, welcoming and friendly (Fenger-Grøndahl 2017a).  
In 2013, The Friendly Neighbours consisted of one Facebook group with a mere 
100 members. In 2015, it rapidly grew into a national movement consisting of more 
than 100 local groups with somewhere between 100,000 (Toubøl 2017) and 150,000 
members (Fenger-Grøndahl 2017a). The large estimated range is due to the fact that 
there is no formal membership and because one person may be a member in more 
than one group. Moreover, and what is perhaps of greatest importance to this paper, 
it is not clear what group membership signifies, whether group members consider 
themselves Friendly Neighbours or what this entails. Some have even joined the 
movement to express dissatisfaction with it (Videbæk 2018).  
In May 2018, there were 153 groups, which cover most of Denmark (Figure 1). 
In addition, there were Friendly Neighbour groups in Sweden, Norway, Germany, 
Italy, Hungary, Greece and Turkey. 
 
 
6 
 
 
Figure 1 - The Friendly Neighbours Danish local groups as of May 2018 
 
Figure 1 shows only groups that have a geographical Danish location explicitly 
stated in the name. The map shows 131 out of 154 Facebook groups that contain the 
name ‘Venligboerne’ and a Danish geographical location. Neither international 
groups nor groups that do not carry a location marker in the name has been mapped.  
The rapid expansion of The Friendly Neighbours was triggered by the refugee 
crisis, specifically, at the moment when a growing number of refugees entered 
Denmark (Agustín and Jørgensen 2019; Fenger-Grøndahl 2017a; Gregersen 2015; 
Siim and Meret 2018). The Friendly Neighbours grew into a network of autonomous 
units (Agustín and Jørgensen 2019) or heterogeneous Facebook groups that address 
specific issues anchored in geographic communities or issues. ‘Venligboerne – 
Herning’, for example, assemble members in the city of Herning, and ‘Venligboerne 
– giver væk til Flygtninge (nyankomne)’ collect and distribute goods to newly arrived 
refugees.  
The Friendly Neighbours was never meant to be a stationary organisation. 
Members call it a movement or a concept, which implies that their goal is not to 
become a formal organisation. We see an equal reluctance towards becoming a 
formal operation with their management, which is referred to as friendly guidance, 
and consists mainly in asserting the movement’s attitude and values. A significant 
focus is on motivating members and promoting joy about being active. There is no 
formal membership, membership fee, or registration required for members or 
groups, which include a vast array of interests, such as translation for foreigners, legal 
assistance or access to workshops. Anyone can, in principle, create a group and name 
it accordingly, and members cannot but encourage others to pay respect to the three 
principles (Agustín and Jørgensen 2019). As the founder explains in an interview: “In 
principle, you could start a group and call it ‘The Friendly Neighbours throw bottles’. 
I cannot but humbly hope that people follow the original core values” (Kamil 2015). 
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Some groups cooperate with the public authorities and receive public funding, 
while others do not. In order to satisfy the Danish state’s requirements concerning 
the registration of economic transactions, many groups have legal subgroups, but 
even these have different statutes (Agustín and Jørgensen 2019). A group of 
members administrate the Facebook pages across the country in order to gather as 
many perspectives as possible, and most of the planning and coordination of 
activities happen within these Facebook groups (Fenger-Grøndahl 2017a).  
As the movement utilised Facebook to expand in the face of the refugee crisis, 
the target group, the raison d’être, and the repertoire of actions changed. Originally, 
the movement had focused exclusively on local communities, but then it began to 
primarily target solidarity with and integration of refugees into existing communities. 
Where it had succeeded in providing every day acts of kindness, The Friendly 
Neighbours now began to provide legal aid, medical support, language training, job-
seeking assistance, material and financial donations and social activities, while also 
critiquing Danish immigration policies (Agustín and Jørgensen 2019; Gregersen 2015).  
Meanwhile, disagreement – both internal and external to the movement – 
broke out concerning the aims of the movement and the appropriate means of 
activism. Some wanted the movement to be apolitical, while others wanted it to be 
political. Some explicitly contested the government’s immigration policies, while 
others took a philanthropic approach towards refugees in need. We explore these 
debates and show how actors internal and external to the movement construct the 
very notions of politics and critique, and how these constructions in different ways 
condition the potential for societal change. 
 
Civic Action, Politics and Social Change 
According to Bauman (2013) social and political critiques have become 
impotent and incapable of affecting political agendas profoundly because the private 
sphere has colonised the public sphere. Everything that cannot be fully translated 
into the vocabulary of private interests and pursuits has been filtered out and 
discarded. This individualisation also conditions the growth and the fragmentation of 
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The Friendly Neighbours. Some members work through open conflict, while others 
operate behind the scenes, sometimes even on their adversaries’ premises, which 
risks reproducing the very structures that contribute to the problems they seek to 
alleviate.   
Modernisation processes have led to an expansion of what can be termed the 
‘political’ (Beck 1992). While these processes have traditionally been the subject of 
the formal political party system, this system alone cannot resolve social challenges; 
consequently, society becomes politicised through the action of and membership in 
social movements. Social movements destabilise and comment upon unsound social 
arenas that established organisations or states are unable to deal with (Graeber 
2009). The Friendly Neighbours reacts to human alienation and social oppression by 
mobilising civil society and developing solutions, especially with regards to refugees 
in need. The Friendly Neighbours could be thought of as a kind of fifth estate (Dutton 
2009), a latent but dormant public, somewhere between Dewey’s eclipsed public 
(1927) and Lippmann’s phantom public (1927). 
The Friendly Neighbours develops an arsenal of responses serving different 
purposes. They are “changing their minds constantly, learning new information, 
identifying with different perspectives, reframing issues, measuring and weighing 
considerations in different ways” (Graeber 2009: 320). Despite or because of the 
heterogeneity characterising the movement, it establishes links between activism 
and other forms of civic action. These different forms of engagement reflect different 
forms of action and cultural roles. While the non-radical members try to solve societal 
problems through concrete actions, the more politically engaged activists aim to 
address the root of the problem by achieving societal change through political 
processes (Eliasoph 2013). However, as we argue, political activism and voluntary 
efforts are not necessarily dichotomous, but rather two sides of the same issue.  
The Friendly Neighbours has been interpreted in terms of the politics of 
solidarity (Agustín and Jørgensen 2019) and as an everyday political or activist 
response to European right-wing populism (Siim and Meret 2018; Yates 2015). As a 
result, members have been regarded as activist citizens (Isin 2009) performing 
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contentious politics (Ataç, Rygiel and Stierl 2016). In accordance with McAdam, 
McCarthy and Zald (1996), we understand critique in terms of tactical repertoires of 
familiar forms of action that enable individuals to organise and engage in political 
collective action. We strive to understand what lies behind notions, such as the 
politics of solidarity and everyday politics and activism, by examining how members 
actively and continuously negotiate the movement’s terms of operation. We do not 
understand critique as a particular set of actions, ambitions and motives because, 
within a particular movement, there is a conceptual variation and sometimes 
conflicting initiatives of civic action containing more or less explicit social and political 
critiques. Our analysis of The Friendly Neighbours also identifies different forms of 
socio-political critique and action.  
One way to understand The Friendly Neighbours’ civic action is in terms of 
organised and collective deeds of kindness, such as gifting flower seeds or eggs to 
neighbours, lending a helping hand or smiling to the cashier at the local supermarket. 
Essentially, it is a form of civic action according to a common mantra: be the change 
you want to see. Hence, we label this as be-the-change civic action. In this view, 
action and participation is good in itself, a way of life and an attempt to enact an 
ethical ideal or a set of civic virtues (Blaug 2002). The target is not any specific group 
of people or any specific area of politics, but a lifestyle. The aim is to establish a sense 
of belonging in a world characterised by individualism, competition and a lack of 
wellbeing. As such, it contains a critique of the troubled modern way of life. This form 
of critique is a hyper-individualised approach that relies on internalised values that 
members hope to pass on by acting accordingly. The aim is not to engage in open 
conflict, debate, or activism that involves confrontation with others.  
Marres (2005) argues that the issues around which people form publics are at 
the heart of political involvement. This argument, in turn, helps to explain the sudden 
mobilisation of The Friendly Neighbours. An ‘issue’ is an event that affects people not 
directly involved and a ‘public’ is a community of strangers that forms around issues 
that no existing political institutions address sufficiently due to a lack of resources, 
attention, knowledge or political will. From this perspective, political opportunities 
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are located within a critical moment that challenges existing institutions (Della Porta 
2018) on their ability to fulfil their responsibilities. The political opportunity seized by 
The Friendly Neighbours arose from the critical juncture of a growing number of 
refugees arriving to Denmark, faltering Danish public institutions, and Danish 
immigration policies, which have become ever more restrictive since 2001 (Agustín 
and Jørgensen 2019). At this critical juncture, the perception among a growing 
number of Danish citizens was that “the institutional framework and policies in place, 
at all territorial levels, were unfit to address what was presented as an emergency” 
(Della Porta 2018: 6).  
The strangers who are moved to organise as a public group around a 
constitutive issue do not necessarily agree on either their aims or means (Marres 
2005). In the case of The Friendly Neighbours, we see at least two responses to the 
refugee crisis: philanthropy and activism.  
The philanthropic response resembles the be-the-change civic action in some 
respects, but the target group and means are different. It calls for humanism and 
solidarity; it welcomes, helps and integrates refugees into existing communities when 
the established public institutions do not. A description of the movement’s aim and 
means after the refugee crisis reads:  
 
Every refugee is a source of inspiration, brotherhood and knowledge. We want 
to connect them and the city through friendliness and events that build bridges 
between people. We are not political; we are only concerned with one 
overriding ambition: We want to bring out the best in all of us. The refugees 
themselves are included in our group. Messages will therefore be written in 
Danish, English and Arabic. (from the ‘About’ section in The Friendly Neighbours’ 
Facebook group) 
 
Similar to the be-the-change civic action, the philanthropic response does not 
aim to engage in conflict, debate, or behaviour that actively confronts others. It is a 
call for action motivated by a conviction that others find themselves in a destitute 
situation, and it seeks to provide immediate help in various forms to immigrants and 
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refugees in need. It seeks to build new communities and capacities rather than 
merely strengthening existing ones by establishing and supporting connections 
among individuals and groups in a shared geographical location with shared interests 
(Hoggett and Hambleton 1987; Postle and Beresford 2005; Weil 1996).  
The philanthropic response does not address the causes of problems, but 
rather promotes an alternative praxis to existing institutional practices for arriving 
refugees in need and implicitly criticises the government’s official practices. The 
activist response, on the other hand, calls for justice and fair policies. It raises an 
explicit critique of existing policies through public demonstrations and rallies. Its aim 
is to change what it perceives to be unfair policies and structures that, in this case, 
have grave consequences for refugees. As such, it aims at changing the roots of the 
problem according to the democratic principle that those whose life circumstances 
are significantly affected by social forces and processes ought to have a voice, either 
directly or indirectly, in the decision-making processes that determine the conditions 
and regulation of life-altering policies (Held 2013). According to Yates (2015), social 
movement studies have retained a perhaps inevitable bias towards this 
confrontational form of socio-political critique. 
These perspectives on civic action are not bound to either persons or acts. The 
same person may very well be engaged in both activism and philanthropy and 
interpret the same act from more than one perspective. There is disagreement as to 
whether or not The Friendly Neighbours should intervene in the political debate and 
participate in protests in support of creating better conditions in asylum centres, 
easing the requirements for asylum and easing the rules for family reunification, 
among others (Fenger-Grøndahl 2017a). In addition, there is disagreement about 
what constitutes an unfair political system and philanthropic deeds. In the following 
sections, we will show how various ways of civic action are interpreted and practiced, 
and how civic action and social impact are conditioned by the growth of the 
movement and its political significance. As we will see, the constructions depend not 
only on the strategic narratives members use to justify or discredit different forms of 
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action, but also on external actors’ – especially the established political parties’ – 
attempts to frame the movement.  
 
Democratic Legitimacy and Civic Action 
The Friendly Neighbours can help us understand why Bauman’s critique may be 
justified, and how societal factors and structural constraints affect social movements 
in a manner that can weaken their ability to offer substantial critique. A short 
summary of the development and organisational structure of the movement will 
offer us insight into factors that constrain the impact of social critique coming from a 
social movement.  
The Friendly Neighbours has grown through Facebook and has a loose and fluid 
organisational structure. We do not identify The Friendly Neighbours as a single, 
united group because not only is all participation voluntary and not formalised, but 
also it is up to small factions or individuals within the movement to mobilise aid 
towards any project they deem worthwhile (Agustín and Jørgensen 2019).  
It is a common characteristic of social movements that they organise in 
informal, web-like structures (Gerlach and Hine 1970). The founders of The Friendly 
Neighbours only ask that anyone using The Friendly Neighbours as a name adhere to 
the three core values that define the original initiative. Nobody has any oversight or 
formal control over who is allowed to call themselves The Friendly Neighbours. This 
decentralised organisational structure ensures that the movement can adapt rapidly 
to new situations and needs as they arise:  
 
The Friendly Neighbours is a movement and has no board of directors; a crucial 
difference from associations. One has to respect that when people act, no one 
gets to decide everything. It is easy to criticize and leave the [refugee] children 
to themselves. I see no sign that anybody else has attempted to solve this urgent 
task. (Facebook post 2018)     
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That The Friendly Neighbours was never meant to be an organisation with a board of 
directors and a CEO means that anyone is free to take up the idea and start a local 
chapter. Mostly, this is achieved using Facebook as a digital platform. Digitisation and 
especially the spread of social media can conceivably lead to a democratisation of 
social engagement, in the sense that more people will be able to participate. 
Alternatively, social media can reinforce the existing inequalities that characterise 
social engagement in that those who are most engaged are also those who take 
advantage of the opportunities offered by social media to coordinate collective 
action and participate in the public debate (Eimhjellen and Ljunggren 2018; Enjolras 
and Steen-Johnsen 2017; Jørgensen 2017a). Digitalisation is good for membership 
growth because it lowers participation costs: all it requires is a simple click on 
Facebook, with no upfront obligations to attend regular meetings or to pay 
membership fees. It does mean, however, that efforts to help refugees lack central 
coordination, possibly making it less effective (Guetzkow and Simon 1955). 
Alternatively, this type of autonomous ‘guerrilla welfare’ might have been the answer 
for the chaotic and complex circumstances surrounding the refugee crisis (Becker and 
Baloff 1969), since the refugee crisis itself was a wild and complex social problem.  
Group coherence is an important aspect of social movements because with 
social media both information and ideas rapidly spread across digital platforms. It is 
effective in creating awareness for various causes, and it facilitates accessible means 
of interaction, which means that people can mobilise quickly and efficiently. By 
making information more accessible and less resource-intensive, and by 
accommodating various digital-based forms of interaction, social media can expand 
the scope of engagement, increase motivation for community engagement and 
engage new segments of the population that have not been socially engaged 
previously. Alternatively, the rapid growth of The Friendly Neighbours might have 
been a partial illusion of activism, as it is unclear how many of the 150,000 members 
actually contributed meaningfully to the cause. Social media enables slacktivism 
(Rotman et al. 2011) because people can easily join online groups in support of a 
cause or ‘like’ posts about political topics without actually engaging or participating 
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beyond providing clicks and boosting the membership statistics. When looking at the 
Facebook activity across the different Friendly Neighbours groups, one gets the 
impression that many members actually did participate in some way or another, but 
there is no way to fully account for how many actually did so. 
 
Issues of Effective Organisation  
Two key points characterise the problems faced by The Friendly Neighbours as 
the movement grew. The first point is that The Friendly Neighbours exploded in scale. 
The problem of scale is familiar to scholars in natural sciences and technology, but 
the social and human sciences have not paid it much attention (Young 1994). If we 
compare The Friendly Neighbours as a movement before and after the refugee crisis, 
it is clear that there are vast differences between the 100 members in 2013 to the 
150,000 people calling themselves Friendly Neighbours in 2015. In the myriads of 
decentralised networks that popped up all over Denmark, the movement grew, and 
simultaneously, it became more pluralistic and heterogeneous. While nobody 
seemed to disagree on the foundational values of the movement, contention arose 
about how the movement best should operate in order to promote those values.  
The second, related point is that expansion complicates control. As the 
movement grew, it became unclear what problem The Friendly Neighbours was a 
response to. After the movement had grown into a national network of 
heterogeneous groups with various aims and means, the founder of the movement 
attempted to retrospectively reconstruct and convince the now 150,000 members of 
the original purpose and means of the movement:  
 
The purpose and message of The Friendly Neighbours is completely 
misunderstood by those people that collect money in the name of The Friendly 
Neighbours. The Friendly Neighbours was never about money or politics… The 
Friendly Neighbours’ method is thought of as a way for people to build good 
social relationships. A way to be constructive and valuable together. A behaviour 
training. (Facebook post 2018) 
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The endeavour to define the aims and means of the movement sparked an 
intense debate among the members. Some agreed with the founder’s point of view 
arguing that: 
 
To me, being a Friendly Neighbour is so much more than helping refugees in 
need. I would also like to help them. Also the elder, the homeless, the cashier, 
ordinary people and so on. Many people that like the refugees could use a little 
more everyday friendliness. (Facebook post 2018)  
 
Others saw such remarks as an offense against the proliferation of ideas and 
the participatory spirit that had mobilised in response to the refugee crisis. They 
argued that no one can dictate the actions of others in this particular movement:  
 
Perhaps the name ‘The Friendly Neighbours’ originates from a specific place, but 
the movement is born in many places… Things evolve. No one can control it. Be 
proud of the seeds that were sown and let the idea flourish. (Facebook post 
2018) 
 
Issues constitute publics (Jørgensen 2017b) and we cannot reproach individuals 
for not being a mature political community (Marres 2005) with a clearly defined 
programme. Effectiveness cannot inherently be expected from The Friendly 
Neighbours, since the movement contains multiple aims and means. Being a 
movement with no formal leadership makes The Friendly Neighbours vulnerable to 
factionalism to a degree that perhaps would not be the case if the movement had 
been governed more strictly (Balser 1997). On the contrary, if it had been governed 
more strictly, chances are that it would not have attracted as many members and 
generated as much activity.  
Typically, bottom-up social movements face the dilemma that effectiveness 
comes at the cost of members’ participation and influence (i.e., the loss of democratic 
control and legitimacy) (Blaug 2002). One particular way to accomplish effectiveness 
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according to Baynes (1992) is through agreement upon goals, methods of action and 
procedures that can be operationalised rapidly and without discussion. 
Correspondingly, the task facing bottom-up movements is to gain effectiveness in 
ways that do not excessively stifle the critical quality of the movement’s participation 
(Blaug 1999).  
In the case of The Friendly Neighbours, the individual commitment of 
participants and the use of communication networks that are already operating in 
the social interactions of everyday life to coordinate activities enable the movement 
to achieve surprising effectiveness. Since there is no hierarchical structure and no 
bureaucracy to slow down the ability to act, we see a limiting factor in how much 
resonance a ‘call to action’ creates within each local group. In this case, we view 
Facebook as a significant mobilising structure (McAdam, McCarthy and Zald 1996) 
that enabled individuals to organise and engage in civic action.  
Effective activity is characterised by dedication, sacrifice, energy, 
resourcefulness and disinhibition (Moscovici and Doise 1994), but with regard to The 
Friendly Neighbours, the problem is not ineffectiveness. On the contrary, the 
problem for the founding member is that the movement is too effective in too many 
ways and that the name, The Friendly Neighbours, becomes something worth 
governing as it grows into a significant political actor. We argue that it is not the 
struggle for efficacy that threatens the movement, but the struggle for uniformity.  
 
Political or Apolitical? Two Factions in the Organisation 
Due to its fluid nature, the movement is divided into subgroups based on the 
different opinions about its purpose. We see the movement becoming polarised 
between an explicit non-political faction and a faction that sees no distinct purpose 
in claiming to be politically neutral but does not, or only rarely, explicitly claim to be 
political. The discussion among the members concerns whether or not to politicise 
action, and relatedly, whether or not political action is problematic. An example of 
the disagreement surfaced after an event that took place on August 23, 2018, where 
people collected monetary donations on behalf of The Friendly Neighbours in order 
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to help pay for family reunification whilst calling for legislation changes. The online 
discussion peaked when the founder publicly announced that she had resigned from 
the movement, and another member contemplated doing the same, because both 
thought that the movement had become too political:  
 
After many considerations, I have concluded that I want to leave The Friendly 
Neighbours. I am not slamming the door shut – and I am still convinced that the 
three key phrases of The Friendly Neighbours are among the most important 
when meeting new people… The importance of these sentences does not 
change just because I no longer call myself a Venligbo. I am still the same, with 
the same values. Those are deeply ingrained in me… I just need to live by these 
values in a different context, where I can practice living by them in my everyday 
life… As everyone probably knows, I have been very concerned with maintaining 
what was the original idea with The Friendly Neighbours.  To maintain simplicity. 
That is what I have fought for. I just have to bear in mind that many people 
around the country have a different view of The Friendly Neighbours than what 
I had described from the start. For many, this has become a project that has 
taken a political turn, with several people saying that they would like to use the 
project as a lever to change for example asylum legislation. I do not want to be 
associated with this development, and I, as founder of The Friendly Neighbours, 
cannot defend that development. I have always believed that it would be 
possible to separate The Friendly Neighbours and politics, but I have to bear in 
mind that this has not happened. (Facebook post 2018) 
 
When we look at the discussions relating to the post, it is evident that 
everybody wants to continue to develop community action and help others, but the 
issue that separates them is whether or not the movement should be a lever for 
political influence. One member comments: “I too think that it has become too 
political and about being critical of different politicians” (Facebook post 2018). In 
opposition to this, the political side wishes to influence public opinion and politicians, 
specifically regarding asylum legislations. One member, who claims not to be active 
in party politics but who speaks from a humanist perspective, comments that she is 
 
18 
 
not familiar with anyone intending to use The Friendly Neighbours as a political lever. 
What she does understand, though, is that people feel the need to use the knowledge 
gained from spending time with refugees to enlighten politicians about the 
inexpedient consequences that legislation have for refugees (Facebook post 2018).  
The point of contention stems from whether the movement should aim to treat 
the symptoms of a faulty system or actively seek to change the political structures 
that cause the symptoms to arise in the first place. It highlights the difference 
between issue politics as a form of activism and the be-the-change, philanthropic 
form of social critique. The Friendly Neighbours became the phenomenon that it did 
partly because of the movement’s insistence on recognising plurality and diversity 
among people, which carries with it an inherent political message. This is a major 
point of focus for members, and one which has become an issue of debate: the non-
political faction worries that diversity within The Friendly Neighbours will vanish if its 
values become too streamlined as a consequence of it becoming more 
confrontational. This is exemplified by the founder when she announces that she will 
leave the movement: “To me it is important that I have a life to live – not a battle to 
win” (Facebook post 2018). Another person expresses how it seems nonsensical to 
raise this much contention on the issue of people raising money to help people pay 
for family reunifications:  
 
I work hard daily as a VOLUNTEER in the name of The Friendly Neighbours 
to help refugees and other social vulnerable people. This includes helping 
to find food, inventory, but also donating money to family reunifications. 
The Friendly Neighbours hosts a monthly fundraiser for those who live in 
departure centre Sjælsmark [a centre for people who have not had their 
request for asylum approved]. Should we stop that too because people 
collect money This is done to make sure that [the people in Sjælsmark] 
get something to eat when they are hungry and to make sure that the 
children have lunch to bring to school… If you want to be autocratic, you 
should have created an organisation with you as the sole leader. I am not 
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political and rarely get into online discussions, but your announcement 
goes against everything I have worked towards for the past years along 
with tens of thousands of other people. (Facebook post 2018) 
 
Notably, some members seem to view being apolitical as a value in itself. The 
Friendly Neighbours is a value-centred organisation and politics is largely a matter of 
applying values and ethics to the public sphere. Politics is, ultimately, a question of 
how we want to live together. Who and what do we want to prioritise? At first glance, 
therefore, it seems odd to us that members of the movement viewed themselves as 
apolitical, since The Friendly Neighbours is clear about the values they recognise as 
important.  
The very existence of the movement and its growth during the refugee crisis in 
2015 is itself a critique. The source of contention might not in fact be about how 
political the two factions that we have identified are, however. Rather, the problem 
seems to be how confrontational and vocal the movement is supposed to be. Being 
political, as the term is used in the forum discussions, is about the extent to which 
members should point their fingers and pass blame. Being this vocal with criticisms 
can eventually turn The Friendly Neighbours into a political actor that fits into the 
political spectrum, which many members oppose. They believe the movement 
maintains its broad appeal because anybody, no matter which side of the political 
spectrum one belongs to, can be a kind and friendly neighbour.  
On the one hand, we are dealing with an action-oriented faction comprised of 
those who are aware of social problems and choose to help by being the change they 
want to see. This fits well within our individualised societies because these people 
are actualising their freedom and using it to act and be helpful to those in less 
fortunate circumstances who do not have the ability to act themselves. The Friendly 
Neighbours, in this sense, is an association of private citizens who choose to act in a 
coordinated fashion.  
The other faction consists of those who do not think that action alone is 
sufficient, unless the focus is on achieving societal results like the betterment of 
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conditions and structural changes. Their purpose is to eliminate the need for acting 
on behalf of certain groups by fighting for their ability to actualise their freedom for 
themselves. In order to achieve this, it is necessary to point out the holes in societal 
structures that require repair.  
These two perspectives create a division in the movement, because while The 
Friendly Neighbours is bound by a set of general values, no guidelines exist 
(intentionally) on how these values are to be achieved, which allows for a plurality of 
interpretations to manifest. This categorisation of factions within The Friendly 
Neighbours permits us to nuance notions and potentials of critique both internally 
and externally. 
 
External Framings 
Not only is the existence of The Friendly Neighbours made difficult by internal 
conflicts, but also as the movement and its political significance grows, the political 
establishment has tried to harness the movement or use it as an instrument to 
further their own goals. Powerful outsiders, including established political parties and 
commentators, have partaken in the debate about the movement’s purpose and 
means.  
The political establishment contributes to the construction of the movement 
by legitimising certain forms of civil action while delegitimising others (McAdam, 
McCarthy and Zald 1996). As the discussion raged within the movement regarding its 
political aims, the Minister of Immigration, Integration and Housing, Inger Støjberg, 
admired and applauded the movement’s philanthropic work, but also voiced concern 
that the movement was being hijacked by activists with party-political agendas 
(Flytkjær and Geertsen 2016).  
A similar concern was raised by Naser Khader, spokesperson on matters of 
Integrations, Foreign Affairs and Values for the Conservative People’s Party, which 
was in government at the time. In a featured article in a national newspaper, Khader 
explicitly targeted the movement’s activist leanings and argued that The Friendly 
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Neighbours had turned from its true engagement and empathy into a semi-religious 
movement that obstructed the democratic discussion (Khader 2016).  
The political parties that dictated the immigration policy at the time framed the 
movement as legitimate as long as it remained philanthropic and opted for be-the-
change actions. They argued that the movement had no business in politics and that 
its activism was democratically illegitimate.  
In contrast, Enhedslisten, located on the left wing of the Danish political 
spectrum, awarded the movement a special prize with the words:  
 
Right now, we witness how powerlessness and frustration are turned into 
action. And how Støjberg [Minister of Immigration, Integration and Housing] 
and Martin Henriksen [Member of Parliament and the right wing Danish 
People’s Party] almost have become unimportant. The people have taken action 
and it makes a difference. One of the many initiatives that have sprung up 
around the country is The Friendly Neighbours. (Enhedslisten 2015) 
 
The movement’s various forms of civic action were both legitimised and 
delegitimised by established political parties. Government parties in charge of the 
immigration policy applauded The Friendly Neighbours for their apolitical, be-the-
change approach and their philanthropic acts towards refugees in need, while they 
explicitly sought to delegitimise their activism towards the refugee policy.  
Consequently, the movement was dragged unto the party-political arena, and 
the members not only had to wrestle with themselves regarding the fate and purpose 
of the movement, but also had to relate themselves to how opposing political parties 
framed the movement. The way that The Friendly Neighbours was politicised by the 
right wing Danish People’s Party might have made even more members careful not 
to seem too political. 
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Potential for Social Impact 
Modern society provides excellent conditions for individually engaged people 
to employ networks of communication, already operating in the social interactions of 
everyday life, to form collectives and organise around various causes. Civic action, in 
the case of The Friendly Neighbours, is interpreted and framed dynamically in 
various, and sometimes, conflicting ways. The proliferation of paths to social change 
is related to the expansion of the movement from a local, small-scale and tight-knit 
unit to a national network of heterogeneous groups. As such, The Friendly 
Neighbours is a case of an explosion of individual interests invested in a common 
issue.  
It is too simple to dismiss the inherent critique of the less activism-oriented 
faction as merely ineffective. The Friendly Neighbours has left a significant impression 
on Danish politics and they remain a topic of debate and political conversation. The 
influx of people joining the movement is indicative of the number of people who 
disagreed with the Danish government’s way of handling the refugee crisis. Evidently, 
potential social impact needs to be understood in relation to The Friendly Neighbours 
as an interconnected heterogeneous collective with individual aims and means.  
The Friendly Neighbours’ civic action can be analytically distinguished as a be-
the-change activity, which “is not only about doing something good for some 
refugees. It is about the general approach we have to each other as human beings” 
(Fenger-Grøndahl in Sckerl 2017). However, the target is much broader than 
immigration-related issues and refugee crises, as one member explains:  
 
The core of The Friendly Neighbours has existed for thousands of years and will 
continue to exist in 10.000 years… It is about humanism. These values we all 
share, but we can forget them when life gets us on the wrong track… The future 
belongs to The Friendly Neighbours – with or without the name. (Fenger-
Grøndahl 2017b) 
 
As noted above, members adhering to this interpretation of civic action tend to 
think of it as apolitical because it is beyond party-politics and specific policies. 
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However, insofar as politics is a matter of applying values and ethics to the public 
realm, and ultimately a question of how we want to live together, we can interpret 
be-the-change civic action as political.  
It can be difficult to mobilise people around vague issues. In the case of The 
Friendly Neighbours, it took a clearly bounded issue to mobilise people. This confirms 
the power of issues to spark publics (Marres 2005); however, it does not necessarily 
entail a uniform response. For a vast majority of Friendly Neighbours, the act of caring 
is not about protesting as a collective in the streets. Rather, most demonstrate that 
they care through individual philanthropic deeds and be-the-change activities. This is 
less demanding and allows the individual to tailor activities to his or her liking. 
Individuals may participate “an hour a week, day or month. Whatever they want to 
and can cope” (founding member in Kamil 2015).  
The philanthropic acts performed by individuals can alleviate the local negative 
effects of a certain policy and the incapacity of the Danish, European and World 
community to address the refugee crisis, but they do not target the policies and 
practices causing these effects. Civic philanthropy contains an implicit critique of 
governments’ failing responses to the refugee crisis, and it represents an alternative. 
It risks, however, covering up the consequences of social and immigration policies, 
and in this case, The Friendly Neighbours is merely a symbolic arena for action 
(Graeber 2009).  
Be-the-change and philanthropic civic action are individualistic ways to ensure 
social change. Civic action rests on the individual and his or her inclinations and 
personal interests. It does not presuppose any collective; rather, the collective is a 
possible yet not necessary result of coordinating disparate interests and motivations. 
United by a bounded issue, this individuality may help movements grow, but it also 
exemplifies the individuality of modern day social and political critique, which we, 
alongside Bauman (2013), find problematic. The risk is that civic action becomes an 
individual quest and competition for self-righteousness. Thus, even though these 
members do implicitly critique a hegemonic and troubled modern way of living and 
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the Danish authorities’ take on the refugee crisis, this form of critique is a hyper-
individualised approach. 
The degree of change will be slower when critique is individualised and 
personal, but change can happen nonetheless. The Friendly Neighbours’ 
philanthropic activities put the Danish government in a peculiar position. The 
government was obligated to stop the refugees at the border and contain them, but 
it seemed to have no real interest in doing so. The fact that The Friendly Neighbours 
defied the government’s obligation to some extent helped both the refugees and the 
government, even though the latter had no choice but to condemn the actions 
carried out by these private individuals. The fact remains that the crisis was a call for 
many to get off the couch and act, and the massive support that The Friendly 
Neighbours has received is an example of how critique can become common-sense, 
“natural and inevitable” (Graeber 2009: 281). 
The activist-oriented Friendly Neighbours confront issues by speaking openly 
against current policies. While this represents a political alternative, it also risks being 
interpreted in line with political parties in opposition to the government and 
therefore easier to refute as such by the ruling parties.  
Moreover, in regards to this specific issue, at least, the root of the problem is 
not only national, but also international as the refugee crisis is a global problem and 
needs to be dealt with globally if it is to be dealt with democratically. Although The 
Friendly Neighbours include groups outside Denmark, it is not an internationally 
significant political voice. To include all affected in the decision-making process is a 
vision though: “not only in view of ‘external’ others from outside the national borders 
but also of ‘internal others’ as well” (Siim, Saarinen and Krasteva 2019: 8).  
The Friendly Neighbours illustrates at its core a debate between two strategies. 
Where activism believes in collective self-determination and resistance to social, 
economic and political oppression, philanthropy and be-the-change activities 
implicitly promote individualism, social responsibility and the assimilation of those in 
need. The distinction between these two forms of engagement is not clear-cut, and 
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transnational action in social movements like The Friendly Neighbours can enable 
change both locally and globally as an important part of civil society. 
 
Conclusion 
A social movement like The Friendly Neighbours is not a fixed entity that moves 
towards a fixed goal. It is complex and fluid and changes due to both internal and 
external forces. The Friendly Neighbours has evolved from focusing on doing good 
for the local, everyday lives of local communities into a movement targeting the 
refugee crisis through political activism and philanthropy. The modus operandi of this 
social movement is influenced by individual preferences either to remain apolitical or 
to become political activists.  
However, if we focus too much on either side of the debate, we miss much of 
the movement’s trajectory and potential for social impact. The Friendly Neighbours 
aims at building community and a sense of belonging through acts of kindness and by 
addressing the refugee crisis through acts concerned with alleviating the immediate 
needs of refugees. Activism is another side of the organisation concerned with raising 
awareness of unjust policies. Each of these forms of action entails different potential 
for social change. Activism explicitly confronts policies and politics, but risks being 
colonised by party-politics. Overall, the movement’s be-the-change approach 
implicitly targets modern individualism, but risks reproducing an individualist 
approach to social change. In addition, philanthropic civic action targets refugees in 
need, but it risks a continuation of unjust refugee policies by alleviating the negative 
consequences of these inadequate policies. Rather than dismissing individually 
shaped critique as ineffective, such movements can be conceived as both a latent and 
dormant public of potential political significance.   
The Friendly Neighbours is in a peculiar state of being. If we look at the number 
of members and subgroups, The Friendly Neighbours has never been stronger. 
However, it has somewhat disappeared as a political topic and its Facebook- 
coordinated activities have dwindled significantly. One explanation is that The 
Friendly Neighbours is largely associated with the 2015 refugee crisis, and as the 
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amount of refugees arriving has dropped since then, so has The Friendly Neighbours’ 
activities; consequently, a significant part of the movement’s raison d’être has 
vanished.  
Another explanation is that some subgroups have become institutionalised in 
various shapes and forms and are coordinating activities by other means of 
communication than Facebook. In some places, The Friendly Neighbours is now 
running cultural cafés in local communities. Notwithstanding, The Friendly 
Neighbours understood as a large heterogeneous network of individuals is still there, 
but somehow asleep. It is a latent collective ready to mobilise and take action to solve 
current problems and raise awareness of injustices. The crucial question is if the 
movement has become too closely associated with the 2015 refugee crisis to mobilise 
around other issues of contention. Either way, the potential is in the focus on action 
and not necessarily on a common agreement regarding a higher truth. Such a 
continual re-found focus on action may be the glue that makes The Friendly 
Neighbours a thriving movement in spite of members coming from different walks of 
life and acting out of different concerns in multiple ways. Movements like The 
Friendly Neighbours do not change social and political structures overnight. Instead, 
like dormant watchdogs, they can quickly mobilise and form around issues not 
sufficiently addressed by official and established political institutions. 
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